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The Destruction of the Armenian Church
during the Genocide
Simon Payaslian
Center for Holocaust and Genocide Studies, Clark University
The scholarship on the Armenian Genocide has expanded enormously during
the past three decades. Most of these works have focused on the causes and
consequences of the genocide, Western responses to and Turkish denial of the
genocide, and, more recently, Armenian-Turkish reconciliation. The role of the
Armenian Apostolic Church, however, has received little attention in the literature.
In addition to its ecclesiastical duties, the Armenian Church has over the centuries
performed various secular functions, including, in the Ottoman Empire, acting as
the principal representative agency for the Armenian millet. This article briefly
examines the responses of the Armenian Patriarchate in Constantinople to the
internationalization of the Armenian Question and then focuses on the three
ecclesiastical leaders who played a central role in attempts to address the crises
enveloping the Armenian people during World War I: Patriarch Zaven Der
Yeghiayan of the Armenian Patriarchate in Constantinople, Catholicos Sahag II
Khabayan of the Great House of Cilicia at Sis, and Catholicos Kevork V Surenyants
of the Mother See at Echmiadzin. All three witnessed the destruction of their people
and had the unenviable task of searching for the means to end the human
catastrophe. Indeed, the Armenian Church itself, a most conservative institution
harboring the utmost loyalty to the Ottoman Empire, in the end became a victim of
the genocidal scheme of the Young Turk regime.

Introduction
G. Marcar Gregory prefaces his English translation of The Church of Armenia by
Archbishop Maghakia Ormanian, who served as the Armenian patriarch at
Constantinople from 1896 to 1908, with the following observation: ‘‘The Church of
Armenia has been crushed for centuries between the upper and the nether millstones
of political rivalry and conquest, and during these long ages of ‘religious liberty’ has
had to be secured by sheer independence of character and the shedding of much
blood.’’1 Indeed, since its emergence in the fourth century, the Armenian Church has
played a central role in Armenian community life, and Christianity has remained
deeply intertwined with national institutions and identity. The Church, in addition
to representing spiritual leadership, has also performed various ecclesiastical and
secular functions, including diplomacy between Armenians and other nations and
religious communities.
The Armenian Church was first established at the Holy See of the Mother Church
at Echmiadzin, now in the Republic of Armenia. The vagaries of regional geopolitics
and cycles of Armenian political and cultural awakening and decline led to the
emergence of other ecclesiastical centers, most prominent among them the
Catholicosate of Aghtamar, the Catholicosate of the Great House of Cilicia at Sis,2
the Patriarchate in Constantinople, and the Patriarchate in Jerusalem. By the late
nineteenth century, when historic Armenian lands had been divided between the
Russian and Ottoman empires, the Holy See of Echmiadzin represented Armenians in
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the former, while the Patriarchate in Constantinople, established in 1461 as the millet
başi (head of the nation) under Sultan Mehmed II, represented Armenians in the
Ottoman Empire. The Catholicosate of Cilicia had emerged as an autonomous entity in
1441 at Sis, once the capital of the Armenian kingdom in Cilicia, but the prominent role
assigned to the patriarchate in the imperial capital reduced its status and limited its
jurisdiction to a handful of dioceses. The Patriarchate in Jerusalem, whose roots are
said to date back to the fourth century, had been closely associated with the authority
of its counterpart in the Ottoman capital but served in a subordinate position until
after World War I. The Catholicosate of Aghtamar, located in the Armenian vilayet
(province) of Van, was founded in the twelfth century by the opponents of the Mother
See. When the last catholicos at Aghtamar, Khachadur Rshduntsi, died in 1895, the
Ottoman authorities left it dormant; by the time war broke out in 1914, vacancy had
bred atrophy.3
After the outbreak of World War I, as the genocidal crises began to envelope the
Ottoman Armenians, Patriarch Zaven Der Yeghiayan of the Armenian Patriarchate
in Constantinople (1913–1922), Catholicos Sahag II Khabayan of the Great House of
Cilicia at Sis (1903–1939), and Catholicos Kevork V Surenyants at the Mother See
of Echmiadzin (1911–1930) witnessed the destruction of their people and had the
unenviable task of searching for the means to end the human catastrophe. Indeed,
the Armenian Church itself, a conservative institution with a long tradition of loyalty
to the Ottoman Empire, in the end became a victim of the genocidal scheme of the
Young Turk regime.

The Patriarchate of Constantinople and the Armenian Question
The Ottoman state was in essence a theocratic political system, whereby the sultan,
as the Caliph (successor to the Prophet Mohammed), represented the supreme political
and religious authority. The political system was based on the millets (religious
communities) that provided for representation and supervision of the ethnoreligious communities in the empire, and within that system the Armenian
Apostolic community constituted a separate millet, headed by the Patriarchate in
Constantinople, where the patriarch served not only as the spiritual leader of the
Armenian Apostolic community in the empire but also as the administrative agency
responsible for Armenian educational and judicial affairs. Following Islamic tenets,
Ottoman society was divided between believers (Muslims) and ‘‘tolerated infidels’’
(non-Muslims), a system that rested on the principle of inequality: Ottoman law
relegated non-Muslim communities to a subordinate status, subject to various officially
sanctioned discriminatory policies. Conditions across the empire deteriorated rapidly
as a result of the economic and military decline experienced by the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries. By the late nineteenth century, the ethno-religious
boundaries had not only hardened but also become an integral part of the escalating
conflict between Turks and Armenians, although the Armenian community had for
centuries represented the exemplary loyal millet (Millet-i Sadıka).4 The role of the
patriarch grew immeasurably more complicated as Ottoman officials and bands of
marauding Kurds and Circassians routinely subjected Armenians to various forms of
officially sanctioned and unofficial brutalities. While the Ottoman government
resorted more frequently to repressive measures toward the Armenian millet,
especially in matters of taxation, the Armenian ecclesiastical leadership nevertheless
continued to advocate cooperation with officials at all levels of government.5
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In the meantime, international and domestic pressures from both
Muslims and non-Muslim communities demanding administrative reforms, liberalization, and democratization had led to the promulgation of the Tanzimat
(reorganization) reforms. Sultan Abdul Mecid (1839–1861) had introduced the
Hatt-ı Şerif of Gülhane (the Noble Rescript) in 1839 and in 1856 the Hatt-ı
Humayun (the Imperial Rescript), promising civil and political rights, physical
security, and equality.6 In 1847, the Sublime Porte had approved the creation
of the Armenian Spiritual Council (religious) and the Supreme Council (lay),
both under the directorship of the Patriarchate in Constantinople; in 1863, the
government had issued an imperial irade´ (decree) also ratifying the Armenian
National Constitution.7
Promises of structural reform and just governance, however, remained confined to
the halls of pomp and ceremony. Armenian calls for security of life and property and
for an end to arbitrary rule, corruption, and heavy taxation went unheeded. The
Ottoman government, increasingly mired in economic and military difficulties,
especially in the aftermath of the Crimean War (1853–1856), was determined to
reverse the course of imperial decline. In fact, rather than implement the promised
reforms, it resorted to repressing and persecuting opposition movements, which, in
turn, instigated further agitation for anti-government action among various groups,
particularly young intellectuals, including Armenians, trained in European universities. Some Armenians also organized self-defense societies for protection against
atrocities.8
Meanwhile, eastern Armenia, which was drawn into the Russian orbit during the
reigns of Peter the Great (1689–1725) and Catherine the Great (1762–1796), was
similarly subjected to repressive government measures in the first half of the
nineteenth century, as the Russian Empire consolidated power in the Caucasus. While
Yerevan and Nakhichevan were granted the status of Armianskaia Oblast—an
‘‘autonomous’’ Armenian province—Czar Nicholas I, in March 1836, instituted the
Polozhenie restricting the activities of the Armenian Church in political matters and
establishing czarist control over the church.9 The Polozhenie required that the
Catholicosate at Echmiadzin conduct its relations with the outside world through the
Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The Mother See at Echmiadzin nearly lost its
autonomy under czarist pressure.10
In both Russian and Ottoman Armenias, matters had improved little when
the Russo-Turkish war broke out in 1877. In the Ottoman Empire, the outbreak of the
war resulted in the suspension of the constitution of 1876 and the termination of the
Tanzimat in 1878, as the new sultan, Abdul Hamid II (1876–1908/9), deeply distrustful
of people beyond his immediate control, could not countenance even the facade of
reforms. The sultan’s resistance notwithstanding, the San Stefano and Berlin treaties
signed after the Russo-Turkish war led to the internationalization of the Armenian
Question.11 Neither the Mother See at Echmiadzin nor the Catholicosate of Cilicia was
in a position to assume an active role in the process, since they lacked formal
jurisdiction in matters of Ottoman diplomacy. Instead, as had been the case during
most of the nineteenth century, the strenuous responsibility of pursuing the Armenian
Question fell most heavily upon the shoulders of the Patriarchate in Constantinople.
The patriarchate was the only official representative institution for Ottoman
Armenians, but the involvement of the higher clergy in European diplomacy
ineluctably antagonized the Sublime Porte and raised suspicions about the role of
the church in its professions of loyalty.
151

Genocide Studies and Prevention 1:2 September 2006

In fact, two contradictory patterns were set in motion in the orientation of the
Armenian Patriarchate with the internationalization of the Armenian Question in the
late nineteenth century. On the one hand, despite the deepening crisis, the church
in general remained a conservative institution and rejected association with the
opposition. Only a small minority among the clergy participated in political activities.
On the other hand, the Patriarchate in Constantinople was also compelled to serve as a
conduit for the expression of Armenian grievances before the Sublime Porte, as well as
in international diplomatic relations. Patriarch Nerses Varzhabedian (1874–1884) and
the higher clergy generally encouraged loyalty to the sultan, and during the RussoTurkish war the patriarch issued an encyclical urging Armenians to support the
Ottoman army. However, chronic maladministration on the part of Ottoman officials
at all levels of government and the geopolitical situation created by the Russo-Turkish
war denied the Armenian patriarchate the luxury of facile solutions through
declarations. Growing protests by Armenians in the eastern provinces demanding
protection from their Turkish, Kurdish, and Circassian attackers, coupled with the
Russian military victories during the war, emboldened Patriarch Nerses to travel to
San Stefano to petition the czarist government to include in the post-war peace treaty
a provision granting administrative autonomy and protection for the physical security
of his flock in the Armenian provinces. Russia, after all, Armenians believed, had
repeatedly presented itself as the ‘‘liberator’’ of Christians from the Turkish yoke, and
the convergence of interests might finally lead to the desired outcome.12
Under the Treaty of San Stefano (3 March 1878), Russia gained vast territories in
historic Armenian lands. This treaty also stipulated that the Sublime Porte would
ameliorate conditions in the Armenian provinces ‘‘without further delay’’ and protect
Armenians against Kurdish and Circassian attacks. The Russian military would
withdraw from the conquered territories only after conditions for the Armenians had
improved. European powers, most prominently Britain, viewed the treaty as a Russian
pan-Slavic attempt to dismember the Ottoman Empire and, accordingly, insisted that
it be renegotiated. The Russian government agreed and sent its representatives to
Berlin to meet with the European powers.13
With the blessing of the Patriarchate in Constantinople, an Armenian delegation
of two archbishops and two laymen, led by Archbishop Mgrdich Khrimian, who had
served as patriarch at Constantinople from 1869 to 1873 (later Catholicos at
Echmiadzin, 1892–1907), traveled to Western capitals hoping to garner diplomatic
support for the Armenian cause at the Berlin conference. While representatives of the
major powers met, however, the Armenian delegation was simply ignored and left to
wait outside. Armenian disillusionment at Berlin turned into utter frustration upon
learning the results of the conference. The Russian government had succumbed to
British pressure and signed a new treaty (the Treaty of Berlin, 13 July 1878), thereby
agreeing to withdraw its army from the conquered territories. To save face on the
home front, the European powers included a provision requiring that the Sublime
Porte implement, under European collective supervision, the necessary reforms for
the safety of its Armenian subjects. The Armenian patriarchate and, most notably,
Archbishop Khrimian protested the bankruptcy of Western arbitration regarding
Armenian concerns.14
Growing disillusionment with the European powers and the inability of the
Armenian Church to effect changes led to the radicalization of Armenian nationalist
movements and the emergence of loosely structured groups such as the Union of
Salvation (founded in Van in 1872), the Black Cross Society (Van, 1878), and the
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Protectors of the Fatherland (Erzurum, 1881). This was followed during the same
decade by the founding of the three major political parties: the Armenagan Party
(Van, 1885), the Hnchagian Party (Geneva, 1887), and the Armenian Revolutionary
Federation, or Tashnagtsutiun (Tiflis, 1890).15 While Armenians in general, albeit
with great trepidation, welcomed the party activists to their communities for the
physical security they promised, the socialist and revolutionary ideologies these
parties espoused nevertheless alarmed the more conservative institutions and classes.
The Armenian Church and members of the wealthier classes, who worked as
bankers, merchants, and civil servants in the capital and other major urban centers,
viewed the emerging nationalist movement among their compatriots as a nuisance and
radical revolutionary activities as a direct threat to their status in official circles and
society at large.16 Alarmed by the growing Armenian militancy and determined to
maintain the status quo, Patriarch Nerses Varzhabedian, in a message to the
Armenian National Assembly, pledged loyalty to the sultan, with the expectation that
the Sublime Porte would implement the promised reforms. The patriarchate, for
its part, would continue to direct all efforts to ameliorate the Armenian situation
with allegiance to the Ottoman government in mind.17
No expressions of fidelity, however, could assuage the fears of Sultan Abdul
Hamid II, who viewed all Armenian political activity as subversive. Armenian
demands for administrative reforms and political liberalization and, more to the point,
the involvement of the Armenian Patriarchate in the internationalization of the
Armenian Question further antagonized the sultan, who, growing ever more
suspicious of Armenian intentions, reacted by mobilizing his Muslim subjects against
the Armenian community. When Armenians resorted to armed self-defense,
particularly in Sasun, in the summer of 1894 to repel attacks on their villages and
families by the Hamidiye regiments and Circassians, the government organized
wholesale massacres that, by 1896, resulted in the deaths of more than 100,000
Armenians, with estimates as high as 300,000.18 Johannes Lepsius, a German
Protestant missionary, detailed the atrocities committed against the Armenians. He
reported that a clear pattern emerged in the strategy and method of the massacres,
beginning in early October in the province of Trebizond (Trabzon) and rapidly
spreading across the six Armenian vilayets of Erzurum, Bitlis, Kharpert (Mamuret
ul-Aziz), Sivas, Van, and Diyarbekir, reaching Aleppo, Adana, and Ankara by late
November. Lepsius estimated that 646 villages were forcibly converted to Islam,
645 churches and monasteries were desecrated and destroyed, and 328 churches were
turned into mosques.19 The Patriarchate in Constantinople could not have anticipated
massacres of such magnitude, despite the patently hostile attitude of the Sublime
Porte toward the Armenians.
By 1894, Varzhabedian had been succeeded by the lackluster Patriarch Harutiun
Vehabedian (1885–1888), followed by Khoren Ashegian (1888–1894). Neither
Vehabedian nor Ashegian was prepared for the task at this juncture, and the
patriarchate failed to pursue the Armenian Question. Patriarch Mateos Izmirlian
(1894–1896) sought to reinvigorate the patriarchate after a decade of decline, but his
open support for the Armenian nationalist movement undermined his own authority
in relations with the Sublime Porte.20 The fact that Patriarch Izmirlian had, in the
eyes of the government, maintained close ties with nationalists only exacerbated
the situation and marginalized him. Further, easily swayed by European promises
of support, Izmirlian expected European humanitarian and military intervention to
protect the Armenians. Convinced of that support, Izmirlian demanded that the sultan
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punish all officials and individual Turks and Kurds who had committed atrocities
against Armenians during the massacres. As Maghakia Ormanian has noted, there
was a wide chasm between Izmirlian’s expectations and political realities.
The government finally removed Patriarch Izmirlian from his post in 1896 and
exiled him to Jerusalem.21 His successor, Archbishop Ormanian, who served until
1908, brought to the patriarchate enormous energy in matters of cultural and
educational affairs, as attested by such publications as The Church of Armenia and,
more significantly, by his Azkabadum (‘‘History of the Nation’’). He was ardently loyal
to the sultanate, but his ultra-conservative stance on matters of reforms and socialist
ideology rendered him unpopular among Armenian activists.22
The repressive regime, economic difficulties, and recurring bloodshed convinced
not only Armenians but also the other nationalities in the empire, including Turks,
of the urgent need for fundamental structural improvements and changes in political
leadership. Beginning in the late nineteenth century, the Young Turks, composed
of intellectual, political, and military leaders, along with the Armenian and other
Muslim and non-Muslim nationalist movements, agitated for such changes. The
_
Committee of Union and Progress (Ittihad
ve Terakki Cemiyeti), or CUP, created by
the Young Turks, sought to mobilize the revolutionary movement against Sultan
Abdul Hamid.23 The Young Turk revolution in July 1908 was welcomed by both
Christians and Muslims. As British ambassador Sir Gerard Lowther reported from
Constantinople, ‘‘priests met with hodjas in the market place and publicly embraced,
and liberty, equality, and fraternity became the order of the day.’’24 Ormanian, too
closely associated with the sultanate, resigned as patriarch under questionable
circumstances immediately after the revolution, and the new regime, combining its
political victory with the moral, returned Izmirlian from his exile in Jerusalem
as patriarch. Within months, however, Izmirlian was elected as Catholicos of the
Mother See at Echmiadzin.25
The Young Turk revolution and the reinstitution of the constitution of 1876
seemed, albeit briefly, to have inaugurated a period of revival in Armenian cultural
and political life. The liberal faction of the Young Turk leadership advocated the
implementation of civil and political rights within a parliamentary system, but neither
domestic nor international conditions proved conducive to further liberalization.
The nationalist factions emphasized the economic and military revival of the Ottoman
Empire and mounted an insurmountable opposition, and the new government proved
too fragile in its formative stages to counter such challenges, particularly against the
reactionary forces of the sultan. During the ensuing struggle for power in April 1909,
two rounds of massacres were launched against the Armenians, in the region of Adana,
that by the end of the month left more than 20,000 Armenians dead.26 Patriarch
Hovhannes Arsharuni and Catholicos Sahag pleaded for calm and an end to the
bloodshed. After peace was restored, the patriarchate dispatched teams of priests,
doctors, intellectuals, and other community leaders and public servants to help in the
recovery process.27 Such experiences, however, could not prepare the Armenian
leadership for the more sinister schemes yet to unfold.
The ultra-nationalists within the CUP, led by Mehmed Talât, Ismail Enver,
and Ahmed Cemal, gained in power particularly during the Balkan wars as
military defeats forced the Ottoman Empire to make further territorial concessions.
In 1913, Enver and his supporters orchestrated a military coup and established
the Ittihadist military dictatorship. The Ittihadists relied on the ideology
of Pan-Turkism/Pan-Turanism to strengthen their power and political legitimacy,
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as they pressed forward to create an exclusively Turkish state at home and aspired to
eastward expansionism toward Central Asia for the unification of all Turkic peoples.28
Christopher Walker has correctly noted that ‘‘The Armenians failed to grasp the
nature of Turkism. They continued to see themselves as Christians . . .. Religion was an
integral part of being an Ottoman Armenian, so a nonreligious ideology was hard to
comprehend. They found it almost impossible to see what it meant to be up against
a nonreligious, race-based ideology.’’29 The Young Turk regime viewed the Armenian
people as an impediment to the Turkification of the empire and to the regime’s
Pan-Turkic expansionist and unification schemes—policies that contributed to the
Armenian Genocide.

The Genocide
Despite the signs of trouble, most Armenians continued to hope that conditions would
improve. In 1910, Archbishop Ormanian concluded his famous treatise on the
Armenian Church with the statement that the Armenian was ‘‘impressed with the
conviction that the Church, which has protected him in the past, will continue to
protect him in the future.’’30 In a letter dated 19 November 1913 (6 November
according to the Ottoman calendar), the popular Armenian poet Vahan Tekeyan
congratulated the newly elected Armenian Patriarch Zaven Der Yeghiayan at
Constantinople and expressed his belief that the Armenian people had found in His
Holiness a person capable of leading the nation toward a better future.31 Such
expectations were reinforced by the Reform Act of 8 February 1914, initiated by
petitions to the Russian government by Catholicos Kevork V Surenyants at
Echmiadzin, in cooperation with the Armenian National Assembly, the National
Executive, and the Patriarchate in Constantinople. Signed by Ottoman Grand Vizier
Said Halim and the Russian charge´ d’affaires Konstantin N. Gulkevich, the Reform
Act promised administrative restructuring to facilitate better distribution of bureaucratic and political authority.32 The outbreak of World War I in July dashed all such
hopes, however. As the Turkish government began military mobilization (seferberlik),
some Armenian men hesitated and even refused to enter military service. Years of
Muslim hostility toward their communities had made the Armenians suspect that the
mobilization was merely a ploy to remove all able-bodied men from their homes,
leaving their families vulnerable to the incessant attacks by çetes (brigands) and
armed Kurdish bands.
Contrary to the conventional view that the genocide began in April 1915, violence
against Armenians began soon after the outbreak of war, and Armenian ecclesiastical
leaders, clearly troubled by the developing crisis but adhering to the conservative
disposition of the church, insisted on compliance with government demands so as not
to give the authorities the opportunity to exploit refusal to serve in the military, and
similar instances of insubordination, as a pretext for atrocities. In September 1914,
for instance, about eighty Armenian deserters in the region of Maraş and Zeytun
Süleymanl| (the ‘‘i’’ at the end is an-dotted ‘‘i’’ surrendered to the mutassarif (county
governor) of Maraş, Ali Haidar Bey, who had little liking for the Armenians. Armenian
community leaders, represented by the local primate, Hovhannes Vartabed
Karanfilian, were concerned that such tensions could serve as a pretext for the
authorities to resort to military measures against Armenians throughout the region.33
And, as predicted, Haidar Bey, not satisfied with the number of Armenians who had
surrendered to the authorities, urged local Muslims to attack Armenians and ordered
the mass arrests of Armenian men. Catholicos Sahag II Khabayan of Cilicia
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vehemently opposed any Armenian involvement in armed conflict with the troops; he
encouraged the surrender of escapees and intervened to mediate between the local
Armenians and the Turkish authorities. Although, soon thereafter, some of the
arrested men were freed, most were sent into exile or executed, the fate of their
families left to the whims of the local kaimakam (district governor), Husein Husni.34
Conditions were made infinitely worse after Turkey’s entry into the war in October
and the official proclamation of jihad (holy war) in November. Far from serving as
leaders of a theocratic system, the Ittihadists despised religion and religious
institutions. As Henry Morgenthau, US ambassador to Constantinople, observes in
Ambassador Morgenthau’s Story, ‘‘Practically all of them were atheists, with no more
respect for Mohammedanism than for Christianity, and with them the one motive was
cold-blooded, calculating state policy.’’ Referring to Interior Minister Talât, he
comments, ‘‘I can personally testify that he cared nothing for Mohammedanism for,
like most of the leaders of his party, he scoffed at all religions. ‘I hate all priests, rabbis,
and hodjas,’ he once told me—hodja being the nearest equivalent the Mohammedans
have for a minister of religion.’’35 The Ittihadists, like Sultan Abdul Hamid, employed
religion as an instrument of propaganda to mobilize the Muslim masses. The jihad was
aimed at the Allies but also at the Armenians.36
Beginning in November, government policy became increasingly violent, and the
political and economic situation for Armenians across the Armenian provinces and
throughout the empire deteriorated rapidly. Çete bands attacked Armenian villages
near the city of Sivas and farther north in the region of Şebinkarahisar (ShabinKarahisar).37 The newly elected prelate of Sivas, Sahag Odabashian, was killed on his
way to Sivas, the murder carried out, it was suspected, with the tacit approval of, if not
under direct orders from, the vali (provincial governor), Ahmed Muammer Bey.38
On 16 December 1914, an Imperial Rescript nullified the 8 February agreement,39
although the German ambassador to Constantinople, Hans von Wangenheim, hoping
to improve Armenian perception of German involvement in Turkey, sought to convince
Patriarch Zaven that the implementation of the Reform Act would be resumed after
the war.40
Enver’s failed military campaign at Sarıkamış in December 1914 and January
1915 was followed, beginning in February and through the month of March, by
the intensification of organized attacks on Armenians. On 2 February 1915, the
authorities seized the Monastery of the Holy Cross41 near the city of Sivas, and on 18
February, under the pretext of collecting weapons, Turkish soldiers entered Armenian
houses, arrested some Armenian leaders, and attacked their families.42 In early April,
the provinces witnessed the arrest and deportation of Armenian notables in growing
numbers, while orders arrived that Armenians must surrender all arms and
ammunition, and the arrests, deportations, and massacres escalated by the end of
April.43
Armenian community leaders, intimately familiar with the Turkish modus
operandi in times of political turbulence, appealed to the authorities to end the
crisis. Catholicos Sahag pleaded for leniency toward the deserters. Minister of the
Marine and Commander of the Fourth Army in Syria, Ahmed Cemal Paşa, replied that
the authorities would not harm Armenians loyal to the government. Catholicos Sahag
also wrote to vali Celal Bey of Aleppo vilayet regarding the conflict in Zeytun and
requested an investigation of the situation. In a letter to Patriarch Zaven, the griefstricken catholicos wrote: ‘‘How will this tragedy brough upon the Armenian people in
Cilicia be healed? We are told that appeals to Constantinople are useless.44
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On 23 April, a group of Armenian political leaders in Constantinople, including
deputies Krikor Zohrab and Vartkes (Hovhannes Serengulian), met with the patriarch
to assess the situation and agreed to communicate their concerns to the Sublime
Porte.45 But on Saturday 24 April, soldiers were stationed throughout Constantinople,
home to some 150,000 Armenians, and the authorities arrested about 200 Armenian
intellectuals and community leaders, including the renowned musicologist and priest
Gomidas Vartabed Soghomonian. These arrestees were exiled to the interior, and an
additional 600 people were subsequently arrested. Extensive searches for weapons
followed, and within weeks more than 2,300 Armenians had been arrested in
Constantinople. Some of them were sent to the predominantly Muslim town of Ayaş,
west of Ankara city, and others farther east, to Çankırı and Çorum.46
Soon the entire Armenian nation became engulfed in terror, as the Young Turk
regime began the deportations while Turks and Kurds attacked Armenian towns. In
March, Patriarch Zaven, in a brief but anxious message to Catholicos Sahag, expressed
grave concerns about the ominous events unfolding in the empire’s Armenian
communities. The patriarch appealed to the authorities for a peaceful resolution of
the crisis without further bloodshed and requested that the catholicos again petition
the Sublime Porte.47 In late April 1915, Catholicos Kevork V Surenyants of the Mother
See at Echmiadzin sent an urgent telegram to Boghos Nubar,48 whom the catholicos
had appointed in 1912 to lead the Armenian National Delegation to secure European
support in Armenian matters, stating that massacres and ‘‘bloody turbulence’’ had
occurred in Erzurum, Bitlis, Van, and Cilicia. The catholicos further informed Boghos
Nubar that he had appealed to US President Woodrow Wilson, the Russian Foreign
Minister Sergei Sazonov, and King Victor Emmanuel of Italy to use their good offices
with Constantinople to find the means to end the persecutions so that at least unarmed
civilians could be protected.49 Referring to the appeal by the catholicos, US Secretary
of State William Jennings Bryan directed Ambassador Morgenthau to call the Sublime
Porte’s attention to this matter. Interior Minister Talât replied that the Sublime Porte
had instructed the authorities in the provinces ‘‘to protect all innocent people from
molestation.’’50
In May 1915, Armenians with no record of political involvement were being
arrested in increasing numbers, condemned to hard labor to die of starvation and
exhaustion, or else killed soon after their forced deportation. The Armenian prelate of
Kayseri, Bishop Khosrov Behrigian, was arrested and handed over to the military
courts; subsequently, accused of favoring Russian military liberation of Armenians,
he was deported, together with a caravan of hundreds of refugees, and murdered along
with several other prominent figures on the road to Diyarbekir.51 During the second
half of May, 200 Armenians in Yozgat, including businessmen, government officials,
intellectuals, and the local primate, Bishop Nerses Tanielian, were arrested, marched
out of town, and finally murdered in a valley some distance away.52 The prelate of
Erzurum, Archbishop Smpad Saadetian, along with a caravan of 7,000 Armenians,
was deported to Malatya and met a similar fate in July.53
Efforts by Armenian ecclesiastical leaders and their supporters to draw the
attention of the Allied Powers to the Armenian crisis seemed to produce a positive
result when, on 24 May 1915, Britain, France, and Russia issued a joint declaration
stating that they ‘‘announce publicly to the Sublime Porte that they will hold all
members of the Government, as well as such of their agents as are implicated,
personally responsible for such massacres.’’54 Boghos Nubar intimated to LieutenantColonel G.M. Gregory, president of the United Armenian Association in London, that,
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upon reading the declaration, he was satisfied that ‘‘the Allies are taking our cause
seriously and are ready to offer us their complete collaboration.’’55
Such declarations had little effect on the Ittihadists’ decisions regarding the
Armenians. In fact, on 29 May 1915, the government instituted the Temporary Law of
Deportation, authorizing the military to oversee the wholesale deportation of
the Armenian population.56 The full ramifications of this law with respect to the
Armenian people, but also with respect to the authority of the Armenian Church, were
amply clear when Patriarch Zaven went to see Talât Pasha in June to plead for
an end to the deportations and killings. The latter refused to see the patriarch
and instead responded in a message stating, ‘‘Let him say whatever he has to
the Minister of Justice; that’s the merji‘ah [place of authority] where he should go.’’57
The patriarch then held a conference with the minister of justice and
religious affairs, Pirizade Ibrahim Bey. Their heartrending conversation is worth
quoting here:
Patriarch: Several [of] our Nation’s Prelates are languishing in jail, and we have no
news from the rest. Priests are suffering in jail and at their places of exile. Churches are
demolished or locked up, and the people are being pushed toward the desert.
Minister Ibrahim Bey: I have no information about the Prelates being jailed.
Patriarch: Yes, I know for a fact that the Prelates of Gesaria, Brusa, Trebizond, and
Dikranagerd have been imprisoned. As for the other Prelates, I do not know what may
have happened to them, because I have not received responses to my telegrams . . .. Now
that I do not have my Prelates, priests, or flock, whose spiritual leader am I?
Minister Ibrahim Bey: As Minister of Justice, I accept the petition that you are
submitting to me concerning religious matters, but the part in it that pertains to the
common people does not fall under my jurisdiction.
Patriarch: A spiritual leader cannot exist without the common people, just like a
shepherd cannot exist without his flock, nor an imam [Muslim priest] without his
jemaat [believers]. It is only natural that I should come to inquire of you as to the
whereabouts of my people, so that I might take care of their needs. When my people are
uprooted and driven toward the mountain and the desert, how can I be their leader any
more?
Minister Ibrahim Bey: Do not say, ‘‘They are driven!’’ Yet, more as a friend than as
an official, I assure you that the government has made and is making all the
arrangements for their comfort.58

During a meeting with Grand Vizier Salim Pasha, Patriarch Zaven pleaded, ‘‘The
exceptional situation in which my Nation finds itself compels me to ask for the State’s
mercy.’’ Salim replied that the government, although confronted with a ‘‘structured
organization’’ and a segment of the population that ‘‘has taken up arms against us,’’
did not intend to annihilate the Armenians but, rather, was ‘‘implementing a tedbir
[precautionary measure] and . . . removing the Armenians from those Provinces.’’
The grand vizier commented that this policy was ‘‘not a jeza’’ (i.e., not a punishment).
The patriarch countered that it was a ‘‘big jeza, and it is not even proportionate [to] the
imputed crimes!’’ His flock, now composed mostly of women and children, was being
deported to the mountains and the desert. ‘‘What will happen to them? May God have
pity on them!’’ The grand vizier inquired, ‘‘Talaata getmedin mi?’’ (Did you not go to
Talât?). When the patriarch replied that Talât had refused to see him, the grand vizier
concluded the conversation thus: ‘‘Bunlar olmamalı idi!’’ (These should not have
happened).59
Unable to move the Young Turk leaders to terminate the deportations and the
bloodshed, Armenian Church leaders intensified their appeals to the Western powers
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and to world public opinion. Patriarch Zaven wrote to the prelate of the Armenian
Church in Bulgaria, Bishop Ghevont Turian, with appeals to disseminate information
about the atrocities being committed by the Young Turk regime against the
Armenians.60 In a number of letters the patriarch implored Bishop Turian to ‘‘find a
remedy to this frightful situation’’ by convincing the Allied Powers to put pressure on
the Young Turk regime to stop further persecution and murder of the Armenians.61
The patriarch informed Turian:
One after the other, populations from Samson and Gesaria all the way to and including
Dikranagerd and Edessa [Urfa] have been put on the road. The Armenian populations
of Trebizond, Sepasdia, Kharpert, Paghesh, Van, and Dikranagerd, from the oldest to
the youngest and excepting not a single person, have been driven to the deserts of
Mesopotamia—from areas south of Aleppo to Mosul and Baghdad.62

In July 1915, Catholicos Kevork V of the Mother See at Echmiadzin appealed to
President Wilson to find a means ‘‘in the name of humanity and our holy Christian
faith’’ to intervene to end the atrocities and massacres.63 He also advised his envoy in
London, Boghos Nubar, ‘‘to protest to the Allies and the neutral states’’ and to appeal
for the prevention of further deportations and annihilation of the Armenians.64 Boghos
Nubar, for his part, informed Bighop Turian that ‘‘unfortunately, the authorities [of
the United States and Italy] have not succeeded in persuading the Sublime Porte to
change its policy toward the Armenians. As Your Eminence had mentioned in the
report, this policy aims at the annihilation of the Armenian nation. Thus, in spite of
these appeals, the persecutions have continued.’’65 Several weeks later, Catholicos
Kevork V sent another appeal to the Western powers to intervene—but to no avail.66
On 26 September 1915, the Ittihadists promulgated the Temporary Law on
Expropriation and Confiscation, permitting the government to seize the goods and
properties of the deported.67 In December, Count Paul Wolff-Metternich, Ambassador
Wangenheim’s successor in Constantinople, commented in a telegram to Berlin that
‘‘protests are useless and Turkish denials that no more deportations are to be
undertaken are worthless.’’68
By the end of 1915, most of the Armenians had been deported from their ancestral
homeland, with only a handful of locations evincing sufficient capability to
demonstrate resistance. These included Van, Şebinkarahisar, Şanlıurfa, Zeytun,
Bitlis, and Musa Dagh, the last immortalized by Franz Werfel’s The Forty Days of
Musa Dagh.69 Most of the local Armenian priests were imprisoned and murdered or,
if left alive, deported; some of them chose to depart from the customary orientation of
the patriarchate and took part in local resistance movements. In a letter to Catholicos
Kevork V, Father Vartan Varteresian, who for years had served as the local priest at
Suedia, noted that four other local priests had participated in the resistance at Musa
Dagh.70
The genocidal policies of the Young Turk regime entered a new phase as the
Ittihadists sought to liquidate the Armenian Church. In December, Talât sent an
urgent telegram to authorities in Aleppo vilayet instructing that those Armenian
clergy who had been able to reach Syria and Jerusalem be annihilated.71 Indeed, as
Morgenthau states in his Story,
Nothing was sacred to the Turkish gendarmes; under the plea of searching for hidden
arms, they ransacked churches, treated the altars and sacred utensils with the utmost
indignity, and even held mock ceremonies in imitation of the Christian sacraments.
They would beat the priests into insensibility, under the pretense that they were the
centres of sedition. When they could discover no weapons in the churches, they would
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sometimes arm the bishops and priests with guns, pistols and swords, then try them
before courts-martial for possessing weapons against the law, and march them in this
condition through the streets, merely to arouse the fanatical wrath of the mobs.72

The Abolition of the Armenian Church73
In early 1916 the central government informed the Armenian Patriarchate in
Constantinople and the Catholicosate at Sis of their intention to terminate both
institutions. Now that nearly the entire Armenian population had been removed from
their homeland, the services of the patriarchate as the representative of the Armenian
millet were no longer needed. In January 1916, the patriarch was notified of the
Ittihadist government’s intention to nullify the Armenian National Constitution, and
on 28 July/10 August of the same year the government abolished the Patriarchate
in Constantinople and the Catholicosate of Aghtamar, ordering the virtually defunct
Catholicosate of Aghtamar to be combined with the patriarchates in Jerusalem and
Constantinople. It further ordered the Catholicosate of Sis to remain permanently in
Jerusalem and to assume the title of Catholicos-Patriarch.74 The Ministry of Justice
and Religion submitted a statement to the Armenian Patriarchate announcing the
abolition of his authority. Addressed to Patriarch Zaven, the communication
concluded: ‘‘Your position and the structure of the Armenian Patriarchate have
come to an end.’’75 The government also ordered the patriarch to move to Baghdad and
thence to Mosul, where he remained until the conclusion of the war. The seminarians
at the Armash Seminary were ordered to Jerusalem or else—very much like their
compatriots—were dispersed, exiled, and murdered.76 Former patriarch Ormanian
was deported to Damascus in 1917.77 Harry Stuermer, wartime correspondent for the
Kölnische Zeitung in Constantinople, commented that
by dissolving the Patriarchate in the Capital, breaking off all relations with the
Armenian headquarters in Etzmiadjin and allowing only a very small remainder of
Patriarchate to be sent up in Jerusalem under special state supervision, the Turks, as a
logical sequence to the Armenian atrocities, simply dealt a death-blow in the summer of
1916 to this important social institution.78

In the meantime, Catholicos Sahag, who had been exiled to Aleppo in late
1915, was notified by Cemal Paşa of the decision regarding the restructuring of the
Armenian Church. In so doing, the government limited what little legal protection
and privileges the Armenian Church had retained during the preceding years.
Immediately after Catholicos Sahag arrived at Aleppo, however, the authorities
demanded that he take up residence at the Patriarchate in Jerusalem, where
he remained, at the St. James Monastery, until the end of August 1916. In
one of his reports to the Armenian patriarchate, Catholicos Sahag describes the
conditions there:
The road from Aleppo to Damascus was lined with thousands of Armenian refugees.
Some were living in tents and others in the open air, begging for bread and water and
asking for news about their friends. We went through places where one tenekeh [tin
can] of water cost six to seven piasters, but still there was no one to give it. Many
refugees—no one knows the exact number—are in the area of Kerek, and in the district
of Salt there are about 400 households. Every village has 100 households of refugees,
and in the sanjak of Serai there are approximately 500 households. These people come
to the monastery, where they receive 30 to 40 loaves of bread a day, which [they]
eat in the kitchen. About 80 refugees from Adana—with the special favor of
Jemal Pasha—have arrived in Jerusalem and are living in the monastery compound.
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There are also many soldiers with their families. Every day, two or three Armenian
amele [laborers] die.79

Catholicos Sahag also lamented the restructuring of the Armenian Church: ‘‘I suppose
I am to be congratulated for the honor bestowed upon me as the Catholicos-Patriarch of
Cilicia, Constantinople, and Jerusalem. This restructuring is nothing but the
destruction of our historic Church, our spiritual center, the heart and soul of our
people.’’80
The deportation of Patriarch Zaven and Catholicos Sahag of Cilicia left only
Catholicos Kevork V of Echmiadzin, among the ecclesiastical leaders, to pursue
matters with the Western governments. After several entreaties to the latter for
some form of intervention, Catholicos Kevork had, during 1915 and 1916, come to
accept the fate of his compatriots across the Ottoman border. He was encouraged,
however, based on communications from his envoy Boghos Nubar, that after the war
the Allied Powers would provide the necessary support for an Armenian homeland free
of Turkish rule. As early as 28 July 1915, Boghos Nubar reported that, having visited
several high-ranking officials in London, he was pleased that ‘‘the British government
will graciously agree to support our national cause until its accomplishment, when the
time will come to decide the fate of the Ottoman Empire, after the victory of the Allies.’’
Boghos Nubar expressed confidence that his ‘‘negotiations have been quite fruitful,
and Russia, France, and England show a friendly disposition toward our cause.’’ His
next letter reiterates this point: ‘‘We can rest assured that after the final victory of the
Allies, we shall have the benefit of their support to accomplish our plan.’’81
While in February 1916, as a result of the Russian capture of Erzurum, Boghos
Nubar urged Catholicos Kevork V to maintain close relations with the czarist
government as the only reliable ally with ‘‘favorable inclination and unanimous
feelings’’ toward the Armenian Question, the Sykes-Picot Agreement signed by the
Allied Powers in April shifted Boghos Nubar’s attention to British and French postwar aims and, particularly, French aspirations concerning Cilicia.82 It was ironic at
best that Boghos Nubar, serving as the personal envoy of the catholicos at Echmiadzin,
would insist on including Cilicia as part of the envisioned Armenian homeland, when
in fact the catholicos, in his capacity, could have exerted little influence in matters
pertaining to the region. The catholicos sought to maintain close relations with
Russia’s provisional government after the revolution that overthrew the
czarist government in February 1917, but hopes for Russian engagement to provide
protection for Armenian refugees began to dissipate after the Bolshevik revolution in
October–November 1917.83
Nevertheless, despite the calamitous events since 1914, what inspired most hope
was the reestablishment, in May 1918, of an Armenian government in the Caucasus,
with the city of Yerevan, about thirteen miles from Echmiadzin, as its capital. The last
Armenian government in the region, the Bagratuni kingdom, had been destroyed by
the Seljuk invasions in the eleventh century. The Allied victory and occupation of
Constantinople and parts of the interior gave rise to expectations that the promises
(such as the 24 May joint declaration) expressed during the war, when there was no
Armenian government, would surely be realized now that a sovereign Armenian
government had formal representation before the victors. Yet, as General Kress von
Kressenstein, head of the German delegation in the Caucasus, reported to the
German foreign ministry in August 1918, the deplorable conditions across the Republic
of Armenia, where thousands of refugees were living in chaos and starving to death,
rendered political and economic normalcy utterly inaccessible to both the government
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in Yerevan and the Catholicosate at Echmiadzin.84 With respect to the role of the
Armenian Church, the Allied victory redirected international attention from the
Catholicosate at Echmiadzin as the center of Armenian ecclesiastical authority to
the Patriarchate in Constantinople and the Catholicosate of Sis as some of the
survivors began their long-awaited return to the homeland.

Reinstitution of the Armenian Church after the War
Immediately after the Mudros Armistice of 30 October 1918, the defeated Turkish
government, on 4 November, repealed the Temporary Law of Deportation,85 and on
20 November the legal status of the Armenian Patriarchate was restored according to
the National Constitution of 1863. The government also reinstituted the Catholicosate
of Cilicia at Sis, although it was to retain the title assigned under the 1916 decree of
Catholicos-Patriarch.86 Patriarch Zaven, known for his pro-British orientation,
returned to Constantinople on the British destroyer Acacia on 19 February 1919.87
Upon resuming his post on 20 February 1919, the patriarch oversaw the
reorganization of the ecclesiastical and secular structures of administration, consisting
of the National General Assembly and administrative assemblies. Thereafter, the
patriarchate and the associated organizations in Constantinople instituted a number
of social services, most prominently to care for the orphans of the massacres. They
established the Orphan Collection Agency, the Orphan Care Agency, and the Society
for Deportees; the latter two merged on 28 February 1919 to form the Armenian
National Trusteeship.88 The National Trusteeship supervised several orphanages and
relocation posts, including, for example, the Beylerbey Orphanage and the Beşiktaş
Orphanage for Girls. Armenian compatriotic societies contributed to their efforts.
Armenians from Kayseri, for example, established the Compatriotic Society of Kayseri
Natives,89 which organized efforts to gather and care for the orphans from the region.
The National Assembly introduced a ‘‘fatherland tax’’ to meet the financial needs of the
orphans. By December 1922, about 3,000 Armenian orphans had been rescued, of an
estimated 4,000 to 5,000 in Constantinople alone. A large number of them emigrated to
Europe, the United States, and Canada. In Cilicia, Syria, Lebanon, and Armenia, tens
of thousands of orphans remained in need of care in several orphanages, as in Adana,
Maraş, Aleppo, Juné, and Gumri.90 The Mother See at Echmiadzin, in cooperation
with the nascent government, spearheaded the relief effort for the refugees in Gumri,
in Yerevan, and across Armenia, but the post–World War I military, economic, and
political chaos plaguing the Caucasus undermined all such efforts.91
In a letter to Catholicos Kevork V in May 1919, Patriarch Zaven listed the names of
twenty-five prelates of the Armenian Apostolic Church who had been imprisoned,
tortured, and murdered. Among them were some of the brightest leaders of the
Armenian Church in the early twentieth century, including Bishop Smpad Saadetian,
prelate of Erzurum; Bishop Khosrov Behrigian, prelate of Kayseri; and Bishop Nerses
Tanielian, prelate of Yozgat. Patriarch Zaven added that as of yet it would be
impossible to prepare a complete list of the clergy who had perished during the
genocide, but he estimated that the total number of Armenian lives lost exceeded 1.25
million. The primary task now was to marshal the financial, human, and organizational resources of Armenian communities to coordinate the revival of Armenian
spiritual, cultural, educational, economic, and political life—the very life that the
Young Turks had sought to destroy.92
Having resumed his post, Catholicos Sahag began the task of reorganizing the
Armenian community in Cilicia as thousands of refugees began their homeward
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journey. In January 1919, he communicated to British General Sir Edmund
H.H. Allenby, then British high commissioner for Egypt and Sudan, the urgent need
to disarm the Muslim population in Cilicia, as the repatriating Armenians feared a
recurrence of wholesale massacres. The catholicos warned that since the architects of
the genocide had thus far gone unpunished, while the repatriating Armenians were
reclaiming their properties, renewed bloodshed appeared inevitable.93 Despite such
warnings, the Allied Powers did little to prevent further Armenian calamities. Instead,
as the catholicos observed in a letter to Boghos Nubar, the Allies allowed Patriarch
Zaven to return to Constantinople merely to be employed in collecting relief funds.94
Repatriation of Armenian refugees from northern Syria began in the summer of
1919, and by early 1920 thousands of Armenians had repatriated to the region of
Cilicia. Armenian life appeared to be on the road to revival as the Armenian Apostolic,
Protestant, and Catholic churches and various organizations, schools, and orphanages
resumed their community activities and served the repatriates.95 The Catholicosate of
Cilicia directed the organizational life of several orphanages, the largest concentrations being in Adana, Aintab, and Aleppo. In September 1919, Catholicos Sahag
returned to Adana and then to Sis to begin the process of reconstruction. Beginning in
March 1920, he traveled to France, England, and Italy to present the Armenian case
before the victorious Allied Powers, but by the time he returned to Adana in November,
a series of peace treaties—the Treaty of London (19 March 1920), the Treaty of San
Remo (18 May 1920), and the Treaty of Sèvres (10 August 1920)—had so altered the
geopolitical situation in Turkey and the Middle East as to render his mission
superfluous. The conferences in European capitals produced much praise for the
Armenians and the Cilician catholicos but little concrete support for the Armenians.
The Kemalist movement and the French refusal to support Cilician Armenians led to
the final destruction of the Cilician Catholicosate in Sis by the end of 1921. Catholicos
Sahag departed from Cilicia for the last time on 25 November 1921, a month after
the signing of the Franco-Turkish treaty (the Treaty of Ankara, 20 October 1921) that
recognized the Kemalist government at Ankara.96 By then, thousands of Muslim
muhajirs (refugees) arriving to Cilicia from different parts of the empire had seized
Armenian homes, and the seminary of the catholicosate in Sis had been converted into
a school for the children of the muhajirs.

The Catholicosate of Cilicia in Exile
For several years, the Catholicosate of Cilicia lacked its own institutional base.97
The ancient city of Aleppo, which had historically been one of the major dioceses of
the Cilician Catholicosate, at first appeared to be the principal candidate for the postgenocide seat. After the removal of the Catholicosate from Sis and the total deportation
and massacres of the Armenians across Cilicia, a considerable proportion of the
refugees arriving from Cilicia and the eastern provinces were in northern Syria, and
the city of Aleppo could play a central role in the organization of relief activities.
The prelacy at Aleppo was already representing the Armenian refugees in official
matters regarding relief funds and directing several committees engaged in the
distribution of goods.98 But it would be some years before the Armenian Church could
recover from the destruction suffered during the genocide.
According to the statistics kept by the Patriarchate in Constantinople, prior
to World War I there were 3,788 churches and 3,909 parishes in Ottoman and
Russian Armenia.99 Four decades later, as Table 1 shows, there was a total of
417 churches and 446 parishes.100 Whereas before World War I there were 2,138
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Table 1: Statistics on Armenian apostolic dioceses

Patriarchate of Constantinople
Catholicosate of Echmiadzin
Catholicosate of Cilicia
Patriarchate of Jerusalem
Catholicosate of Aghtamar
Total
Total in the Ottoman Empire
Total in the Republic of Turkey

Before World War I

1954

Churches

Parishes

Churches

Parishes

1,634
1,650
214
18
272
3,788
2,138
–

1,778
1,660
267
10
194
3,909
2,249
–

38
330
40
9
0
417
–
38

42
354
45
5
0
446
–
42

Source: Maghakia Ormanian, The Church of Armenia, trans. G. Marcar Gregory, 3rd rev. ed.
(New York: St. Vartan Press, 1988), appendices II and III, 239–45.

churches in the Ottoman Empire, the figure had dropped to thirty-eight by 1954.
Equally significant, while prior to the genocide all of the Cilician churches were located
in Cilicia, their number not only declined from 214 to forty as a result of the genocide,
but all of them were found in foreign lands, in diasporan communities hundreds, if not
thousands, of miles from the homeland. The historic Catholicosate of Cilicia at Sis,
once the Holy See within a thriving Armenian kingdom, had witnessed a dramatic
diminution in its authority and jurisdiction under Ottoman tutelage and was, in the
end, completely destroyed under the Young Turk regime. So too did the Catholicosate
of Aghtamar, with its once thriving parishes along the Lake Van basin, perish during
the genocide.
To be sure, the destruction of the Armenian churches during and since the
genocide was representative of the Turkish drive first to annihilate the Armenian
people and then to eradicate all memories of its existence across the ancient Armenian
homeland. Having nearly accomplished the first objective, the Turkish government
has been engaged in a campaign of denial and eradication since the establishment of
the Kemalist regime in 1923. Referring to similar comparative data, Karekin Vartabed
Sarkissian—then the dean of the Armenian Theological Seminary at Antelias,
Lebanon, later Catholicos of Cilicia at Antelias, and subsequently Catholicos of All
Armenians at Echmiadzin—has put it most aptly: ‘‘The simple comparison is more
eloquent about the consequences of the massacres than any comment made by the
most highly gifted historian.’’101
Despite the devastation, the Armenian Church has remained the principal
institution in perpetuating the memory of the nation’s martyrdom; for the past nine
decades, the church has led the commemoration of the genocide. On 24 April 1919, the
reinstituted Patriarchate in Constantinople for the first time organized a commemorative event.102 The following year, author, literary critic, and historian Vrtanes
Papazian, who at the time served as principal of the secondary school in Echmiadzin,
encouraged Catholicos Kevork V to issue a declaration proclaiming 24 April as a
day of national mourning.103 Since then, the Armenian Church has organized,
or co-sponsored with community organizations throughout the diaspora and in
Armenia, commemorations of the genocide.
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